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(54) Abstract Title 

Message notification in a multimedia messaging system 



(57) If a~ message is waiting in a user mailbox, 
notification 70 of the type of waiting message is provided 
to the user, and the notification is repeated 78,80 after a 
predetermined period of time if the user falls to respond to 
the notification. If the user telephone is busy when an 
attempt is made to notify the user, a camp-on feature 
58,60 may be used to call the user when no longer busy, or 
an automated redial feature (100, Fig. 3) may be used to 
call the user again after a certain time. Different ring 
patterns, or a different number of rings, may be used for 
each type of message. For example, a W ring pattern may 
identify regular messages, and an X ring pattern may 
identify urgent messages, an urgent message being 
tagged with priority. If a user skips messages when 
accessing the messages in the mailbox, notification of 
skipped messages may be effected by setting a timer (110, 
Fig.4) so that the user is called when the timer expires, a 
different ring pattern (a Y pattern) being used to notify the 
user that a skipped message is in the mailbox. Thus, new 
arnd skipped messages can have different ring patterns. 

The system may be applied to voice mail, facsimile 
messages, e-mail messages, or video messages. 
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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR MESSAGE NOTIFICATION iN A 



MULTIMEDIA MESSAGING SYSTEM 



5 



The invention relates to providing a multimedia messaging system and 



related method for notifying users of messages located in their message 
mailboxes. 

Current voice mail systems and related switches provide a variety of 
10 features. For example, the camp-on and the automated redial features are 
common. These features are utilized when a called line is busy. Usually a 
switch (e.g., private branch exchange) monitors the busy line. Usually, a 
caller activates the camp-on feature when the caller hears a busy signal or 
when a caller is automatically fonA/arded to a voice mail system. When the 

15 called party's line becomes available, the switch rings the caller's telephone 
with a distinctive ring indicating a camp-on is in progress. When the caller 
then picks up the receiver on the telephone, the switch places another call to 
the called party. Usually, the line is no longer busy and the caller is 
transferred to the called party. If the line is busy again, the caller hears the 

20 busy signal or is automatically transferred to a voice mail system, and the 
user can camp-on again. A voice mail system can be used to initiate this 
feature. For example, if the caller is automatically transferred to the called 
party's voice mail system (this may be an automatic result when the line is 
busy), the caller may be able to enter a code (e.g., #1) to initiate a camp-on. 

25 In this arrangement, the voice mail system sends a message to the switch 
such that the switch performs the camp-on. Software located in the switch is 
used to provide this camp-on feature. 

Similarly, the automated redial feature can be utilized when a busy line 
is detected. The automated redial feature is usually used in place of the 



camp on feature when the caller and the called line (1) have different and 
separate switches or (2) have switches which are connected via a dumb 
connection. If a smart connection is available between the switches (e.g., via 
an ISDN line), the regular camp-on feature can be used. In a first example of 

5 automated redial. the caller's switch continually calls the called line until a ring 
signal is obtained. The caller's switch then (1) rings the caller and transfers 
the caller to the called line or (2) automatically transfers the caller to the 
called line. In a second example of automated redial, the caller's switch 
continually calls the called line until the called party answers the called 

10 telephone. The called party then receives an automated message (e.g.. 
"please hold for Mr. Smith") and then is transferred to the caller. Automated 
redial is provided by software located in. for example, a fax machine. 

In addition to camp-on and automated redial. the outcalling feature is 
becoming popular. With outcalling. a user is notified of awaiting messages 

15 via a pager. For example, a user can program their message mailbox such 
that when an urgent message is received, the user's pager is dialed. 
Depending on the type of page, a numeric or alphanumeric description of the 
message -can also be sent to tfie user. Thus, the user is immediately 
contacted regarding the urgent message with relevant details. 

20 Message waiting lights and stutter dial tones are currently the 

prevalent means for message notification in the voice mall environment. 
Private branch exchanges (PBX) with message waiting lights on their analog 
or digital telephones are able to display message notification to a user by 
illuminating the message waiting lights. Most voice mail manufacturers offer 

25 proprietary and standard protocols for providing this notification from the PBX 
to their digital telephones. For example, standard digital telephones (e.g.. 
ISDN telephones) are notified to turn on their message waiting lights using 
standard protocols. Similarly, proprietary digital telephones (e.g., 
RolmPhones^*^ digital telephones, commercially available from Siemens 

30 Business Communications. Inc.) use propriety protocols (e.g.. the RolmLinR-" 
protocol). 



In a public cenlral ofrice, llie abillly to send message wailing signals lo 
analog telephones is limited. Thus, most systems uses a stutter dial tone to 
notify a user of an awaiting message. This requires the user to pick up the 
telephone receiver and listen to the dial tone lo determine if any awaiting 
5 messages are present. Both message waiting lights and stutter dial tones 
require the user lo proactively check for messages. Moreover, these 
notification methods do not distrngui'sh between new and skipped messages. 

When a PBX is utilized, the user must check the message wailing light. 
If the user has been on the telephone, the user may hang up after finishing a 
10 telephone call without noticing the message waiting light. In addition, new 
messages can arrive on top of a mailbox's skipped messages with no 
additional notification. In the public central office situation, a user arriving at, 
for example, their home or business is given no visual indication of an 
awaiting message. This user must remember to pick up the telephone 
15 receiver and listen to the dial tone. Also, if a public central office user is on 
the telephone, the user may hang up the telephone after finishing a call 
without remembering to pick up the telephone receiver again to check for 
messages. 

It is desirable to have an inexpensive, reliable system and related 

20 method for notifying users of awaiting messages which supplements or 

eliminates the need for message wailing lights and stutter dial tones. 

A method and system ±n accordance with the invention 
have the features of claims 1 and 10, respectively. 

m an esxtxDdiment of the invention, the aw^ting message is located in 
25 a user mailbox. The user is first provided with notification. This notification is , 
different for different types of messages, and it is repeated if the user fails to 
respond to it. The repeating occurs until the user responds to the notification, 
and the repeating takes place after a predetermined period of time. The user 
is then informed of the awaiting message located in their mailbox. 



Figure 1 illustrates an example of an environment for the present 
Invention; 

Figure 2 is a process flowchart for a first embodiment of the notification 
5 system; 

Figure 3 is a process flowchart for a second embodiment of the 
notification system; and 

Figure 4 is a process flowchart for an embodiment of the present 
invention which provides notification of skipped messages. 



10 .. 

The present invention provides a multimedia messaging system and 
related method for notifying multimedia users of messages located in their 
mailboxes. The present invention supplements or eliminates the need for 
message waiting lights and stutter dial tones. Voice mail is used as an 
15 example in the present embodiment. This invention can also be used in any 

other type of multimedia messaging system (e.g.. facsimile, e-mail, video and/or 
any other type of nessage via any available media) , and so the term 
-nailbax" should be construed to cover SKxii message systems. 

Figure 1 illustrates an example of an environment for the present 
invention. User 10 has access to telephone 12 which is connected to switch 

20 20. Switch 20 can be. for example, a PBX or a central office switch. A PBX 
is a telecommunications switching system which is usually owned by a 
business. A PBX acts as an in-house central office with advanced features 
and capabilities. A central office is where the central office switch Is located. 
A central office switch provides power, routing and signaling features for 

25 users. 

Voice mail system 22 is connected to switch 20. User 10 has a message 
mailbox 24 located within voice mail system 22. Controller 26 is also located 
in voice mail system 22. In the preferred embodiment, controller 26 provides 
the coordination of events required for the present invention. Software 
30 programs located in both switch 20 and voice mail system 22 are also used to 



provide the present invention. The coordination of events utilizing these 
software progranris is set forth in the following process flowcharts. 

Figure 2 is a process flowchart for a first embodiment of the notification 
system. At step 50, a message is detected in mailbox 24 (see Figure 1). At 
5 step 52, voice mail system 22 contacts switch 20 about the message. At step 
54, switch 20 places a call to user 10 via telephone 12. At step 56, if 
telephone 12 is busy (e.g., user 10 is using telephone 12 or another call is 
ringing telephone 12). the system moves to step 58. Steps 58 and 60 are 
optional. An alternative embodiment for steps 58 and 60 Is set forth below. 
10 At step 58, voice mail system 22 receives notification of the busy signal from 
switch 20. and voice mail system 22 sends a camp-on command to switch 20. 
By utilizing ISDN features, this camp-on can be used wherever ISDN 
connections are available (i.e., all over the nation and to other countries 
where available). ISDN provides for a digital network which carries both voice 
15 and data communications. 

At step 60. user 10 is called again via telephone 12 when telephone 12 is 
no longer busy. Steps 58 and 60 are desirable for several reasons. For 
example, if a user 10 receives a message while on telephone 12, (1) user 10 
may not notice a message waiting light or (2) user 10 might forget to listen for 
20 a stutter dial tone after hanging up telephone 12. With steps 58 and 60, 
switch 20 camps on user's 10 line and calls user 10 as soon as user 10 
hangs up telephone 12. Furthermore, some users receive caller identification 
on their telephones. Under these circumstances, a user can avoid answering 
the telephone when an undesirable, identified party calls, Wliile the user may 
25 want to avoid a certain caller, the user may still want notification of awaiting 
messages. Thus, steps 58 and 60 provide notification as soon as the 
undesirable caller has left a message in a voice mail system. 

Wlien telephone 12 is not busy, the process moves to step 70, At step 
70, the system rings telephone 12 using a specific ring pattern. This ring 
30 pattern notifies user 10 that the call is related to awaiting telephone messages 
in mailbox 24. In another embodiment of the invention, various ring patterns 



can be used to identify different types of messages. For example, a W ring 
pattern may identify regular messages, and an X ring pattern may identify 
urgent messages. An urgent message is tagged with priority when an 
individual leaves that message for user 10. By utilizing different ring patterns, 

5 user 10 can decide whether to answer telephone 12 based on the type of 
awaiting message(s) in mailbox 24. In addition to the various ring patterns, a 
different number of rings can be used to specify the length of notification for 
each type of message. The number of rings can be preprogrammed by user 
10. Thus, the user can control the length of the notifying telephone call. 

10 In some cases, the line may become busy again before the call is placed 
to the user at step 70. For example, the user may hang up for an Instant and 
then immediately place another call. In this situation, the system returns to 
step 58 and performs another camp-on. This continues until the line is no 
longer busy and a call is successfully placed to the user at step 70. 

1 5 At step 72. the system checks if user 1 0 has answered telephone 12. If 
user 1 0 has not answered telephone 1 2. the system checks the number of 
telephone rings at step 74. If user 10 has not answered telephone 12 and 
less than Z rings (e.g.. 8 rings) have occurred, the system waits at step 76. Z 
is a configurable number which can be inputted by user 10. This input can 

20 occur via voice mall prompts provided by voice mail system 22. In an 
alternative embodiment, user 10 can use a special telephone number to 
change the value of Z. The waiting at step 76 and the checking at step 74 
continues until Z rings have taken place. At step 78. the system sets a timer 
and waits. For example, the timer may be set for 30 minutes. Again, user 10 

25 can change this amount of time. At step 80. the system checks if the set time 
has expired. If the time has not expired, the system waits at step 82. This 
continues until the set time expires. The system then retums to step 70. and 
user 10 is called with the specific ring pattern again. This continues until user 
10 answers telephone 12. Thus, user 10 may receive a message notification 

30 telephone call, for example, every 30 minutes. 

When user 10 answers telephone 12. the system informs user 10 of the 



message(s) in mailbox 24 at step 84. At step 86, the system provides user 10 
with prompts such that user 10 can leasily retrieve the message(s) In mailbox 
24. For example, voice mail system 22 may prompt user 10 for an 
identification code and/or password, etc. 
5 Figure 3 is a process flowchart for a second embodiment of the 
notification system. As shown in Figure 3, steps 50-56 and 70-86 are the 
same as those steps in Figure 2. Steps 58 and 60 (see Figure 2) have been 
replaced with step 100. At step 100, the system waits a predetermined 
amount of time (e.g., 30 or N minutes) before placing another call to user 10 
10 via telephone 12. Again, the user can change this predetermined amount of 
wailing time. Thus, the automated redial feature is utilized instead of the 
camp-on feature. 

When listening to voice mail messages, especially when message 
mailbox 24 is quite full and user 10 is short of time, it is common to listen to 
15 the header, determine who sent the message and skip it for later listening. 
For example, user 10 may only listen to three out of six messages because of 
time constraints. Figure 4 is a process flowchart for an embodiment of the 
present invention which provides notification of skipped messages. Figure 4 
is similar to Figure 2. Steps 56 and 72 the same as those steps in Figure 2. 
20 Steps 58-60 and 74-86 are also the same as those in Figure 2. but they are 
not shown in Figure 4, Steps 50-54 have been replaced with steps 110-118. 
and step 70 has been replaced with step 120. At step 110. the timer is set for 
notifying user 10 of skipped messages. Thus, if user 10 skips some 
messages and leaves them in mailbox 24. a configurable timer is set. The 
25 user can determine this configurable redial time (e.g., 1 hour) as set forth 
above. At step 1 1 2. the system checks if the lime has expired. If the time 
has not expired, the system waits at step 114. When the time has expired, 
the system moves to step 1 16. At step 116, the voice mail messaging system 
contacts the switch about the skipped messages. At step 118. the switch 
30 calls user 10. When telephone 12 is busy, either the camp on feature (see 
Figure 2 along with related description) or the automatic redial feature (see 
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Figure 3 along with related description) can be utilized. When telephone 12 is 
not busy, the user 10 is contacted via telephone 12 with a different ring 
pattern (e.g.. Y ring pattern) at step 120. Therefore, configurable redial times 
as well as distinctive ringing can be used to notify user 1 0 of different types of 

5 messages (e.g.. new or skipped messages). 

The different ring patterns allow the user to decide whether or not to 
answer the message notifying call based on the types of awaiting messages. 
In current systems, when a message wailing light is already "on" due to 
skipped messages, the user cannot determine if new messages have been 

10 received without contacting the voice mail system. For example, if someone 
records and sends a message to the user from inside the voice mail system. 
• the user's telephone never rings. The message is just added to the queue of 
skipped messages. Therefore, the user would not know if another, new 
message has been added to the user's mailbox. With the present invention, 

15 the user would receive a call from the system informing the user of the arrival 
of a new message. 



CLAIMS 

1. A method for notifying a user of a waiting 
message located in a user mailbox, comprising the steps 
of: providing notification of the type of waiting 
message to the user and repeating the notification 
after a predetermined period of time if the user fails 
to respond to the notification; and informing the user 
of the waiting message in the user mailbox when the 
user responds to the notification. 

2. The method for notifying a user of a waiting 
message as claimed in claim 1, further comprising the 
step of camping-on a line which is connected to a 
switch when a busy signal is received by the switch 

from the line. 

3 . The method for notifying a user of a waiting 
message as claimed in claim 1 or 2, further comprising 
the step of prompting the user to retrieve the awaiting 
message . 

4 . The method for notifying a user of a waiting 
message as claimed in any preceding claim, wherein the 
notification is a telephone ring pattern. 

5. The method for notifying a user of a waiting 
message as claimed in claim 4,' wherein the telephone 
ring pattern is different for different types of 
messages, the different types, of messages including at 
least normal messages, skipped messages and urgent 
messages. 

6. The method for notifying a user of a waiting 
message as claimed in claim 1, further comprising the 
step of setting a timer 'for monitoring the 
predetermined period of time. 

7 . The method for notifying a user of a waiting 
message as claimed in any preceding claim, wherein the 
message is at least one of a telephone message, a 
facsimile message, an e-mail message and a video 
message . 
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8. The method for notifying a user of a waiting 
message as claimed in any preceding claim wherein the 
notification is a unique telephone ring pattern 
indicating the awaiting message located in the user 

5 mailbox. , 

9 The method for notifying a user of a waiting 
message as claimed in claim 8, further comprising the 
step of camping-on a line which is connected to a 
switch and a telephone when a busy signal is received 
10 by the switch from the line. 

10. A notification system for notifying a user of 

a waiting message, comprising: 

a mailbox, associated with the user, for 
containing the waiting message; and 

notification means for providing notification to 
the user of the message in the mailbox, wherein the 
notification means has at least two modes of 
notification, each indicating a different type of 
message located in the mailbox. 
20 11. The notification system as claimed in claim 

10 comprising contact means for contacting the user. 

12. The notification system as claimed in claim 

11 wherein the contact means is a telephone and the 
notification means causes the ringing of the telephone. 

25 13. The notification system as claimed in one of 

claims 10-12, further comprising a switch, wherein the 
switch is at least one of a PBX and a central office. 

14 The notification system as claimed in one of 
claims 10-13, wherein the message is at least one of a 
telephone message, a facsimile message, an e-mail 
message and a video message. 

15. The notification system as claimed in one of 
claims 11, wherein if the contact means is busy, the 
switch performs a camp-on function such that the 
notification means contacts the user as soon as the 
contact means becomes available. 
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16. The notification system as claimed in one of 
claims 10-15, wherein the modes of notification are 
telephone ring patterns, and wherein the telephone ring 
patterns are different for different types of messages, 
the different types of messages including at least one 
of normal messages, skipped messages and urgent 
messages. 

17. A method for notifying a user of a waiting 
message substantially as herein described, with 
reference to the accompanying drawings. 

18. A system for notifying a user of a waiting 
message substantially as herein described, with 
reference to the accompanying drawings. 
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